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Previously: 

Memories of Starlight Beacon’s recent 
Drengir incursion weigh heavily on the 
minds of its crew, as the space station 
prepares to host the annual conference 
of the Galactic Agriculture Alliance... 


elko Jahen 
and Ghal 
Tarpfen raced 
through 

the hallway 
outside 
Starlight 
Beacon’s 
security hub 
to the nearest elevator, Ghal punching 
the button that would take them to 
the main concourse with a brutality 
that belied her inner distress. 

“Do you think we'll make it in time 
to keep them from hurting each other?” 
Velko wondered aloud. 

“We can only hope,” Ghal said. As 
soon as the doors slid open, they charged 
out of the car and into a crush of bodies. 
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displeasure radiating off him. “Controller 
Rodor Keen said green, for plants. Ergo, 
I give you a beautiful green banner.” 

“Not all plants are green,” Velko 
muttered, but the banner was nicely 
constructed, stately and grand without 
being excessive. What did it matter that 
her meticulous plans had been changed 
by Rodor Keen once again? Sure, he 
might be the head of Republic operations 
responsible for Starlight Beacon, but 
couldn’t he at least let her handle the 
decorations without any interference? 
Ah well, at least it hadn’t been the Jedi 
Estala Maru this time. 

“This is fine. What about the linens 
and such for the formal dinner?” 

“All in order, my lady, all in order.” 
The Neimoidian gestured toward the 
bank of elevators. “I can go and finish 
up hanging tapestries, yes?” 

“Yes, yes, thank you.” Velko said, 
only half paying attention as he waddled 
away to see to other tasks. She still had 
a dozen other small things to check 
before the delegates arrived, but most 


Velko marveled? Not her, but on Thyrsus 
farming had been looked upon as an 
occupation undertaken only by those 
too cowardly to fight back. Over the 

past few days, however, Velko had been 
reminded that not every system found 
warfare more edifying than growing 
things, and now she was as determined 
as everyone else to make certain that 
this event was a success. That began with 
excellent security. 

Velko made her way to the security 
office, opting to take the maintenance 
stairs rather than the elevator. She’d been 
lax in her fitness lately, and it seemed 
like a good way to also give herself a few 
moments alone to think. Too many now 
recognized her as the person on Starlight 
Beacon who got things done, or at least 
had a conduit to those who could, and 
she often found herself waylaid by 
someone wondering why there wasn’t a 
certain dish being served in the dining 
lounge, or why the lights dimmed at a 
certain time, and numerous other minor 
grievances along the way. Some days it 


“DO YOU THINK WE’LL MAKE IT IN TIME TO STOP THEM 
HURTING EACH OTHER?” VELKO WONDERED ALOUD. 
“WE CAN ONLY HOPE,” GHAL SAID. 


As they forced their way through the 
baying mob, Velko struggled to figure 
out how things had turned so bad, 

so fast... 


One Day Earlier 

It was all wrong. 

Velko looked at the banner hanging 
above the main bank of elevators that 
serviced the primary docking bays for 
Starlight Beacon and sighed. “Welcome 
Agricultural Alliance!” the strip of 
material proclaimed, the aurabesh 
characters stitched out in bright green 
letters against an ivory background. 

“T thought we decided to go with 
blue,” Velko said, frowning as she 
looked at her datapad for the banner 
order request. 

“Blue? No, you wanted green,” the 
creator of the banner, a Neimoidian who 
was well known for beautiful tapestries 
and draperies, scowled at Velko, evident 
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important was the security for the event, 
and that would require a visit to the 
administrative hub. 

For the next few days, the Galactic 
Agricultural Alliance would be holding 
their annual meeting on Starlight 
Beacon. After the destruction in the 
Hetzal system, and the resulting 
upheaval with the hyperspace lanes, the 
annual meeting was the first big event 
Starlight would host, second only to 
its original inauguration. It would also 
be the first meeting of the agricultural 
alliance that welcomed members from 
all over the galaxy, and not just the few 
that usually made the trip to Coruscant, 
where it was usually held. With people 
from the frontier concerned about safety 
throughout the galaxy, especially with 
the Republic Fair rapidly approaching, 
the pressure to ensure that the event 
went off without a hitch was enormous. 
Who would have thought so many 
people would be so throroughly invested 
in keeping a bunch of scientists happy, 


was hard to get anything done, especially 
when everyone seemingly forgot that 
living together on Starlight Beacon 
meant catering to the needs of lots of 
different species. 

But she was getting much better at 
handling the demands and explaining to 
exasperated Republic officials and visitors 
just why she could not accommodate 
certain special requests. 

After the first couple of flights of stairs 
Velko’s thighs began to burn, and she 
started running, enjoying the feel of the 
muscles working in her legs. When she 
passed the doorway to the fifth floor, 
she found herself skidding to a stop as 
a brown-skinned human girl grunted 
under the weight of a giant pot of 
flowering vines. 

There was nothing about the pot that 
should have alarmed Velko—it wasn’t 
unusual to see the gardeners rearranging 
the plants that were tucked in various 
locations throughout the station—but 
there was something about these vines 


that reminded her of the Drengir. It was 
ridiculous, of course, as the plant in the 
pot wasn’t eating the girl or trying to 
attack anyone, but everyone had been 
on edge since they’d had an infestation 
of the creatures on Starlight not so long 
ago, Velko being no exception. 

“Hey, you shouldn't be back here,” 
Velko gasped, more out of breath than 
she should have been after such a short 
climb. She really needed to start making 
time to exercise. 

“Oh, my mentor told me that I 
was supposed to take these plants to 
the dining facility, and I had to do it 
within twenty minutes to ensure that 
the blooms didn’t wither. This is a very 
fragile plant, and the ambient humidity 
in Starlight Beacon is approximately 
forty-five percent, which is far too low, 
but the garden up there is kept at eighty- 
five percent humidity, which is far more 
agreeable. Also, all the elevators were 
busy, and I was worried I wouldn't make 
it in time.” 

Velko blinked as the girl babbled on 


you. I even went looking for you in the 
greenhouse, where this plant needs to be 
in the next eight minutes. And you owe 
me a jar of canuda oil for my joints.” 

“Avon Starros,” the girl said with 
a toothy grin, ignoring the droid and 
answering Velko. “I’m here with the 
Galactic Agricultural Alliance for their 
upcoming symposium. I have to go, but 
! will make sure to use the elevators from 
now on!” the girl said, hefting the pot 
and hurrying after her droid, who kept 
up a steady chatter at the girl as the two 
left. Curious. 

Velko exited the doorway 
immediately after the pair, but there 
was no sign of the girl or her droid. 

Shrugging away the strange 
encounter, Velko turned her attention 
once more to preparing for the arrival 
of the rest of Agricultural Alliance. 


A day later, after several rounds of 
arguments (or “vocal disagreements,” 


Starlight Beacon was ready. 

Velko stood in the docking bay and 
waited for the ships to start arriving. 
They had talked the Alliance into 
consolidating their travel so that 
the hundred or so scientists would 
be arriving in five ships: one from 
Coruscant, one from Chandrila, and 
three from each rim of the galaxy, 
specifically the planets Onderon, Ord 
Mantell, and Raxus. The scientists would 
be cranky and out of sorts after their 
trips, most people usually were, and 
Velko planned on greeting them and 
assigning them to their sleeping quarters 
quickly so that they could relax before 
the grand dinner later that evening. 

Nothing would go wrong. 


KE 


Hours later, after smiling and bowing 
and greeting one hundred and six 
agricultural scientists, Velko walked to 
the administrative hub to find Starlight’s 
head of security, Chief Ghal Tarpfen, 


THERE WAS NOTHING ABOUT THE POT THAT SHOULD HAVE 
ALARMED VELKO... BUT THERE WAS SOMETHING ABOUT 
THOSE VINES THAT REMINDED HER OF THE DRENGIR. 


and held up a hand to interrupt her flow. 
“That doesn’t really explain how you got 
back here?” 

“Oh, I spliced the lock!” said the girl. 
“Republic standard locks tend to use 
a braided equivalency of the Gratton 
cipher, and the Maben algorithm set to 
a four-beat pulse. That’s weird, right, that 
so many government locks throughout 
the galaxy respond to the exact same 
datapoints? Anyway, I don’t have a lot of 
time to explain, but I'd be happy to show 
you later if you’d like.” 

Velko had the strange sensation she 
was falling from a great distance. “I’m 
sorry, who are you?” Velko crossed her 
arms as irritation spiked through her, and 
sniffed, aware of the spicy scent from the 
flowers in the pot the girl held. It tickled 
her nasal passages. 

The door the girl stood before slid 
open, and a rose-gold childcare droid 
stood on the other side. “Well, Avon, 
looks like your calculations were 
incorrect because I did indeed beat 


as Rodor preferred to call them), 
everything was in place. Every fixture 
on Starlight seemed to have a little 
more sparkle, and sleeping quarters had 
been set aside and prepared for more 
than a hundred of the most important 
botanists, agricultural experts, and 
biologists in the galaxy. The food for so 
many extra bodies had been ordered 
and prepared, with extra care towards 
accommodating the particular likes and 
dislikes of each species. There were meats 
and vegetables for the carbon-based life 
forms, several soups and invigorating 
tinctures for the non-carbon-based life 
forms, and enough wine for a host of 
taverns. The scientists would be fed and 
well rested, and some of them possibly 
more than a little the worse for wear. 
But that was entirely okay, because 
they had learned much about security 
after the instance with Ambassador 
Ceeril. There would be no surprises. 
Every long-standing treaty and 
disagreement had been considered, 


watching the monitors as they scrolled 
through different views of Starlight 
Beacon: the hangar bays, the dining 
facility, the meditation garden, the 
concourse, and on and on, the images 
scrolling past so quickly that they made 
Velko feel a bit dizzy. 

“I’m amazed you can keep track 
of everything that’s happening,” 
Velko joked. 

Tarpfen, a Mon Calamari with not 
a lick of humor, sipped at a cup of 
greenish liquid and said nothing for 
along moment. 

“Are you checking up on me? Because 
it’s a bunch of scientists,” she said, 
finally. “The most exciting thing they've 
done is walk through the meditation 
gardens sniffing the flowers. All of which 
are blooming—just as you wanted, by 
the way.” 

“Ah, T’ll have to thank Castor for 
seeing to that.” Velko had thought it 
would be nice to force the gardens into 
bloom for the scientists’ visit, since they 
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were all biologists and horticulturalists 
and the like. People who loved plants 
should love flowers, and it had seemed 
like a small ask of the gardener. Since 
Starlight’s gardens were already on an 
artificial schedule it hadn’t been a huge 
issue, but it was definitely nice to know 
they had managed to do it. Pretty flowers 
were low on the list of priorities when 
there were a hundred people to keep safe, 
fed, and housed, but it was a nice touch 
all the same. 

A pinging noise caught Velko’s 
attention, and she frowned at one of 
the bottom-most screens as it began 
to flash. “What’s going on with that?” 

Tarpfen leaned forward, putting her 
mug of tarine tea to the side. “It looks 
like a camera droid flagged an infraction 
in this area. The droids are programmed 
to recognize over three thousand 
different kinds of aggression responses.” 

“Aggression...?” Velko began, but 
she didn’t get a chance to finish. On the 
screen, an Ithorian male lunged at an 
Amani, who responded by flipping their 
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shocked expression. 

“T know, but shooting our guests?” 
Velko shook her head. “That’s never 
going to be a wise move.” Still, the 
blaster fire had dispersed the crowd more 
quickly than yelling and pushing, but 
Velko was not impressed by Tarpfen’s 
impulsive decision to fire on two beings 
in the middle of the concourse. 

“You'd rather I’d let them pound each 
other into protein paste?” Chief Tarpfen 
asked, voice flat. Velko took a deep 
breath and sighed, but no sooner had 
she opened her mouth to tell the security 
droids to take the two brawlers to the 
medcenter than a stocky Siniteen with 
dull yellow skin and a frown of dismay 
interrupted her. 

“What is the meaning of this?” 
the woman demanded, veins in the 
ridges of her large head throbbing 
with obvious displeasure. “How dare 
you start shooting at my colleagues so 
haphazardly?” 

“These individuals were fighting,” 
Tarpfen began, but Velko inserted herself 


displeased. Velko agreed, Tarpfen should 
have shown more restraint, but either 
one of them might have killed the other 
had the chief not intervened. 

“Tt was the best choice in the 
moment,” the Mon Calamari said, 
blinking. 

“Ts that not what the security droids 
are for?” Sh’nar asked, crossing her arms. 

“Droids aren’t always best at assessing 
rapidly shifting situations, if you catch 
my drift,” Chief Tarpfen said. “Tt was far 
better for your colleagues to take a stun 
bolt.” 

Medical droids and other personnel 
arrived on the scene to see to the 
injured fighters, including Okana, to 
whom Velko gave a small wave. The 
green Ovissian medic seemed to be very 
interested in the conversation between 
Chief Tarpfen and Professor Qwasba, but 
she turned her attention to the injured 
men as they were lifted onto medibeds. 

“Professor, perhaps you would like to 
accompany us to the medcenter? Once 
the two offenders are checked out, we’ll 


TARPFEN DIDN’T HESITATE. SHE PULLED OUT HER 
BLASTER AND PEELED OFF TWO SHOTS AIMED AT THE 
COMBATANTS, BRINGING THEM BOTH DOWN. 


tail around and striking the Ithorian. 
“Tarpfen!” 
“On it,” The Mon Calamari said, 
standing and following Velko as she 
ran out of the room. 


The fight had been on the main 
concourse not far from the gardens, 
and by the time Velko and Tarpfen 
stepped out of an elevator nearby the 
Ithorian and the Amani were engaged 
in full-fledged combat. Neither uttered 
a word, instead they hissed and clicked 
at each other, their gutteral sounds both 
feral and vicious. 

A crowd had gathered to watch the 
brawl, and getting through the throng 
was slow going. Tarpfen didn’t hesitate. 
She pulled out her blaster and peeled 
off two shots aimed at the combatants, 
bringing them both down. 

“Don’t worry. I only stunned them,” 
she exclaimed, in response to Velko’s 
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between the two women and gave the 
Siniteen a small bow. 

“My apologies, but Chief Tarpfen is 
correct. Iam Administrator Velko, can I 
be of some assistance?” 

“Ah, Velko, just the person I was 
looking for. I am Professor Sh’nar 
Qwasba, the current president of the 
Galactic Agricultural Alliance. I’m afraid 
I just arrived and did not get a chance to 
liaise with you earlier. I was of the mind 
that so far the hospitality on Starlight 
had been exceptional, but then I was 
told by my assistant that my colleagues 
were brawling on the concourse.” 

“Yes, which is why they were, um, 
subdued. We’re going to have them 
taken to the medcenter.” 

“And then they will be detained until 
they understand Starlight Beacon has 
a zero-tolerance policy for fighting,” 
Tarpfen interjected. 

“Tt is somewhat extreme to be walking 
around shooting civilians, is it not?” 
Sh’nar said forcefully, her expression 


take their statements and release them 
into your care,” Velko assured Sh’nar. 
“I’m sure that whatever brought them to 
blows was a minor disagreement, since 
you said they’re old friends.” 

Before Velko could add anything, 
Chief Tarpfen held her hand up to 
the comm unit she wore strapped to 
her temple. Without a word, and little 
more than a nod at Velko, Tarpfen was 
running for the nearest elevator. 

“And just where is she going?” asked 
Professor Qwasba, mystified. Velko didn’t 
answer. She was hearing the same alert 
from Master Estala Maru in her earpiece. 

“All Jedi and security details, report to 
the dining facility immediately. Riot in 
progress. This is an emergency.” 

Velko’s stomach tightened in fear as 
she hurried after Tarpfen, remembering 
the girl who’d been carrying strange 
vines to that facility. Vines that had 
reminded her of... the Drengir! 


TO BE CONTINUED... 
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